Introduction {#S1}
============

The complex and continuous transformations involving organizations has progressively led, consistently with widespread managerialism, to an increasingly narrow focus on performance, on the standardization of production processes, and on the greater distribution of work and responsibilities ([@B11]; [@B26]). New operational and organizational scenarios are opened to which companies must cope in a timely and creative manner ([@B25]; [@B3]).

Work changes and leadership make no exception, becoming a dynamic and constantly evolving concept retaining primary importance from a strategic point of view ([@B57]). Genuine leadership can no longer be limited to the mere proclamation of values to be followed, but it rather represents a shared function through which the leader can manage people and processes on a daily basis, through a distribution of power ([@B25]). As a result, recently, models and forms of collective leadership have gained increasing importance, and distributed leadership (DL), identifiable as a shared collective and widespread leadership practice, able to improve the capacity for corporate change, is definitely one worth to be mentioned. On the one hand, several scholars argued that DL encourages the horizontal development of power, redistributes responsibilities, and promotes capacity building ([@B32]); on the other, despite the proliferation of definitions and approaches to DL, its measurement is not exempt from critical points and difficulties from several perspectives ([@B28]; [@B38]).

Consequently, the need for a valid, accurate, and reliable measurement of the variables involved in the delegation and empowerment processes represents a new challenge for organizations that want to ensure high-level working standards ([@B2]). In the present research, therefore, we aimed to validate the Italian version of the distributed leadership agency (DLA) scale and verify its applicability in different contexts.

The Progressive Distribution of Leadership {#S1.SS1}
------------------------------------------

Leadership, as a mean for managing company objectives, methods, and principles, has assumed a key role in corporate identity and performance processes ([@B39]). Scholars have focused on the processes of transmission of corporate values from the leader to the follower, as well as on the impact they have on other psychological and organizational variables ([@B19]; [@B45]). Other studies have examined, instead, styles and types of leadership and their effect on work experiences ([@B7]; [@B43]; [@B67]; [@B15]; [@B50]; [@B51]; [@B49]).

In recent years, the concept of leadership has progressively lost its charm of romantic competence to be sought in the "strong man," in favor of a progressive transition to a new era of studies on group management. Thus, a series of new conceptualizations strongly linked leadership to specific organizational situations \[for instance, service leadership, transformational leadership, charismatic leadership, situational leadership, team leadership, etc. ([@B66]; [@B36]; [@B58]; [@B50])\]. Thus, the search for innate leadership skills to be emulated and taken as a reference by all the workers has been progressively overcome in favor of the identification of transversal skills, typical of the management, which can also be transferred to subordinate workers ([@B5]; [@B14]).

Implementing Leadership Distribution {#S1.SS2}
------------------------------------

During the last decades, the awareness about the importance of implementing a leadership distribution approach within organizations and, more generally, complex systems has grown ([@B22]; [@B8]). [@B27] suggested three reasons explaining the widespread interest in DL: (1) its descriptive power that seems to capture the forms of implicit practice in professional learning communities and communities of practice; (2) its power of representation in inspiring alternative forms of organization to obsolete organizational structures that find it difficult to adapt to contemporary demands; (3) its regulatory power and the increase in what [@B22] defined *greedy work* of leaders that needs to be actively shared.

Distributed leadership, in the form of collective skills, carefully constructed through professional collaboration, can positively influence work outcomes ([@B30]). Moreover, there is evidence of a positive relation between DL, organizational improvement, and innovation ([@B42]; [@B29]; [@B33]). A large amount of empirical evidence about DL has been obtained by means of qualitative studies carried out primarily in educational institutions, even though some scholars pointed out that it can be profitably used and practiced in other contexts and organizations (mainly social and health sector; [@B10]; [@B46]; [@B60]; [@B61]). Recently, several theoretical models that promote employee involvement in organizational leadership have been proposed around principles of organizational participation, shared leadership, and organizational democracy ([@B62]).

Measurement of DLA {#S1.SS3}
------------------

The concept of DLA ([@B38]) has been advanced by combining the Activity Theory Approach ([@B56]; [@B21], [@B23]; [@B55]) and the Cognitive Theory of Agency ([@B1]), and referring to [@B66] metacategories of leadership behavior. Distributed leadership agency has been defined as "the degree to which workers experience being actively engaged in leadership activities within organizational change, managing tasks, and strengthening social relations at work" ([@B38], pp. 910). This definition emphasizes the perspective of the worker as an agent: all organizational members, with or without formal leadership functions, can perform leadership activities. In other words, DLA represents a potential to empower employees, to share resources, and to actively participate in decision-making, not only delegating leadership tasks ([@B13]; [@B58]). Distributed leadership agency concerns general and concrete leadership tasks around three different categories of leadership behavior: *task-oriented*, *relationship-oriented*, and *change-oriented*. Starting from literature indications ([@B47]; [@B33]) and reviewing previous DL scales including agentic perspective ([@B35]), the DLA scale was developed to be applicable to various organizational settings and to overcome previous scales' lack of theoretical validity ([@B38]). However, even if the original validation study highlighted that DLA captured workers' active participation in leadership tasks, results did not support the three-factorial structure, because of the strong relationship between each other ([@B38]). Therefore, new studies are needed not only to examine this construct among other cultures but also to provide additional evidence about its nature and structure.

The Present Research {#S1.SS4}
--------------------

Since in the Italian context there are no validated scales for the assessment of DL, the main aim of this study was to validate the Italian version of the DLA \[13-item form by [@B38]\]^[1](#footnote1){ref-type="fn"}^ and to measure the correspondence between the constructs under consideration and the questionnaire used. More specifically, the study aimed (a) to test the psychometric characteristics of the Italian DLA; (b) to test the factorial structure of the Italian DLA; (c) to test the reliability and the construct validity; (d) to confirm, basing on previous findings ([@B38]; Barattucci et al., unpublished), the relationships of DLA with different job outcomes (satisfaction, trust, commitment).

Methods {#S2}
=======

Translation Process {#S2.SS1}
-------------------

The translation process included all the 13 original items generated by the authors ([@B38]), following these phases: (1) two Italian work psychologists proficient in English translated the items individually, and then, a third researcher compared the translations and made a draft of the first agreed version; (2) the draft version was distributed for a pilot study to a small control sample to test for items readability (*N* = 43); (3) a back-translation of the draft version was performed by a native English speaker, with a comparison with the original English version; (4) the 13 items were presented to a sample of 21 workers with subsequent interviews in small groups (*N* = 4--6), to test the semantic congruence between the interpretation given by participants and the meaning of items in their original English version. In particular, item 13 of the Italian DLA seemed to be perceived somehow overlapping with item 12 and also not readily understood. Consequently, item 13 was excluded from the final version of the questionnaire.

Participants and Procedure {#S2.SS2}
--------------------------

The study took place from April to May 2019 and involved all the employees of an Italian public hospital, which were selected to complete a survey on organizational perceptions (*N* = 765). Questionnaires were distributed by trained researchers and, together with a research presentation, were presented to respondents in a paper-and-pencil format. After completion, the questionnaires were put in an anonymous envelope and returned collectively to the researcher. Completed paper questionnaires were collected after 2 weeks.

The total final sample included 704 employees (physicians, nurses, clerks, staff workers, healthcare assistants, consultants, management) (response rate, 92%). The sample was mostly made up of women \[(*N* = 443 (63%); men: *N* = 261 (37%)\], and the mean age was 45.73 (SD = 10.88) years; average organizational tenure was 7.31 (SD = 11.31) years, and general tenure was 19.22 (SD = 10.67) years. Healthcare assistants (19.9%) and nurses (18.1%) were the bigger subsamples; the rest of the sample was equally divided between clerks (15.1%), staff workers (14.8%), consultants (11.3%), doctors (11%), and managers (9.7%). Almost a third of the sample had a compulsory education \[*N* = 153 (21.8%)\] or a professional qualification \[*N* = 62 (8.8%)\], 26.9% of the workers had a high school degree (*N* = 189), and the remaining had a 3-year \[*N* = 111 (15.9%)\], a 5-year university degree \[*N* = 124 (17.7%)\], or a postdegree specialization \[*N* = 62 (8.9%)\].

Measures {#S2.SS3}
--------

Participants filled in the following scales. The Italian version of the DLA ([@B38]) measures the degree to which organizational members experience being actively involved in leadership activities within organizational change, managing tasks, and strengthening social relations at work. The Italian DLA consists of 12 items on a 5-point Likert scale (0 = do not agree; 4 = totally agree) and three subscales made up of 2--3 items (task, change, relations).

*Affective commitment* was assessed through four items of the Italian form ([@B52]) of the commitment scale by [@B48] (e.g. "I would be very happy to spend the rest of my career with this organization"; α = 0.86; from 0 = "completely disagree" to 5 = "completely agree").

*Perceived organizational trust* was measured with three items (e.g. "I believe that my company is fair"; from 1 = "completely disagree" to 7 = "completely agree"; α = 0.89), derived and adapted from the international literature ([@B12]).

*Job satisfaction* was measured with three items ("How satisfied are you with...?"; α = 0.71) translated from the *overall job satisfaction* ([@B9]), and concerning different aspects of the work experience (professional involvement, work environment, and career), items were assessed on a five-point Likert-scale, ranging from 0 = "totally dissatisfied" to 4 = "totally satisfied."

Data Analysis {#S2.SS4}
-------------

Data have been processed with SPSS version 21 (IBM, Chicago, IL) and Lisrel version 9.30 (Scientific Software International Inc., Skokie, IL). Missing values have been replaced with the expected maximization method (EM method). Multivariate outliers have been removed after the calculation of Mahalanobis distances. Items' distributions have been checked computing asymmetry and kurtosis indexes.

Multiple confirmatory factor analyses (CFAs; estimation method: maximum likelihood) have been computed to explore the factorial structure of the distributive leadership scale, along with associations with other study variables. To estimate model fit and compare competing measurement models, we relied on several goodness-of-fit indexes that minimized the likelihood of types I and II errors ([@B34]): the χ^2^, comparative fit index (CFI), non-normed fit index (NNFI), standardized root mean residual (SRMR), and root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA). A significant χ^2^ can indicate a poorly fitting model, but being this test affected by sample size, it is not reliable in larger ones. Criteria for the goodness-of-fit indices can range from less (CFI, NNFI ≥ 0.90; SRMR, RMSEA ≤ 0.10) to more conservative (CFI, NNFI ≥ 0.95; SRMR, RMSEA ≤ 0.08; [@B34]), but models' goodness-of-fit evaluation should include evidence from all sources for subsequent acceptance or rejection.

McDonald ω and Cronbach α's were computed for verifying the scales internal consistency.

Results {#S3}
=======

Only seven missing values (over 12,672 expected cells) have been identified and replaced through the EM method. Subsequently, through the computation of Mahalanobis distances, 25 multivariate outliers have been identified and thus removed. The final sample then consisted of 679 cases. Subsequently, the first set of analyses was focused on verifying the factorial structure of the distributive leadership scale, contrasting alternative models. Asymmetry and kurtosis indexes have been computed for all 12 items of the distributive leadership scale. Asymmetry values ranged between -0.52 and -0.00, whereas kurtosis values were between -1.22 and -0.48, thus showing that assumptions of normality were not violated \[i.e. values were below the ±1.96 cutoff as recommended by [@B53]\].

Six different competing measurement models were estimated ([Table 1](#T1){ref-type="table"}). The first model (model 1) to be estimated consisted of all 12 items loading on a single factor. Goodness-of-fit indexes were not satisfactory \[χ^2^ = 795.85, degrees of freedom (df) = 54, RMSEA = 0.142, SRMR = 0.0516, CFI = 0.885, NNFI = 0.859\]. A second model (model 2) has been estimated with the 12 items loading on three different factors, as theorized by [@B38]. A remarkable improvement in goodness-of-fit indexes than model 1 could be observed, although these indexes were still not adequate (χ^2^ = 628.27, df = 51, RMSEA = 0.129, SRMR = 0.0541, CFI = 0.910, NNFI = 0.884). Finally, a third model with only seven items loading on a single factor and consistent with the one validated by [@B38] was tested. Even in this case, goodness-of-fit indexes' values were not satisfactory (χ^2^ = 249.25, df = 14, RMSEA = 0.157, SRMR = 0.0619, CFI = 0.929, NNFI = 0.893).

###### 

Measurement models comparison.

                                                       χ^2^     df   RMSEA   SRMR     CFI     NNFI
  ---------------------------------------------------- -------- ---- ------- -------- ------- -------
  Model 1: One factor (12 items)                       795.85   54   0.142   0.0516   0.885   0.859
  Model 2: Three-factor model (12 items)               628.27   51   0.129   0.0541   0.910   0.884
  Model 3: One factor (7 items)                        249.25   14   0.157   0.0619   0.929   0.893
  Model 4: Second-order three-factor model (8 items)   81.30    17   0.075   0.0207   0.984   0.974
  Model 5: One factor (8 items)                        284.38   20   0.140   0.040    0.935   0.909

A closer inspection of the first three measurement models, and in particular of models 2 and 3, suggested that a more explorative approach should be adopted and that a three-factor structure could be a more viable option to explore further. In particular, the examination of modification indexes and items' cross-loadings suggested that items 2, 6, 8, and 12 cross-loaded on factors other than their original one and then that their removal could improve the measurement model fit. After removing these four items, a fourth model (model 4) has been estimated with three distinct factors loading on a common second-order factor, showing good goodness-of-fit indexes (χ^2^ = 81.30, df = 17, RMSEA = 0.075, SRMR = 0.0207, CFI = 0.984, NNFI = 0.974). For the sake of completeness, an additional measurement model was estimated, including the final eight retained items loading on a single factor. The significant worsening of goodness-of-fit indexes (χ^2^ = 284.38, df = 20, RMSEA = 0.140, SRMR = 0.040, CFI = 0.935, NNFI = 0.909) provided additional evidence that the second-order three-factor solution was a more adequate and viable structure. In summary, items 1 and 4 loaded on the first factor (change); items 3, 5, and 7 loaded on the second factor (task), whereas items 9, 10, and 11 on the third factor (relation).

McDonald ω for the whole scale was equal to 0.93, whereas Cronbach α was 0.84 for the first factor (change), 0.81 for the second one (task), and 0.92 for the last one (relation).

Item loadings ranged between 0.73 (item 5) and 0.91 (item 10). Factor loadings on the second-order factor were 0.94 (change), 0.90 (task), and 0.99 (relation), respectively. [Figure 1](#F1){ref-type="fig"} depicts the final factorial solution.

![Definitive factorial model.](fpsyg-11-00512-g001){#F1}

Before testing the correlations between study variables, sampling adequacy was computed through the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin, returning a satisfactory value of 0.90. Asymmetry and kurtosis indexes have been computed for the items of the other three measures (i.e. affective commitment, trust, job satisfaction). Asymmetry values ranged between -0.58 and -0.06, whereas kurtosis values between -0.96 and -0.26, thus showing that assumptions of normality were not violated.

A measurement model including the distributive leadership second-order three-factor structure, as emerged previously along with affective commitment, perceived organizational trust, and job satisfaction, was developed. Factors were allowed to correlate with each other (standardized scores were used). The model showed good goodness-of-fit indexes (χ^2^ = 340.82, df = 126, RMSEA = 0.050, SRMR = 0.0366, CFI = 0.971, NNFI = 0.965). Distributive leadership positively correlated with trust (*r* = 0.22, *p* \< 0.001), affective commitment (*r* = 0.28, *p* \< 0.001), and job satisfaction (*r* = 0.27, *p* \< 0.001).

[Table 2](#T2){ref-type="table"} depicts the zero-order correlation between study variables along with descriptive statistics and Cronbach α's.

###### 

Zero-order correlations between study variables.

                                  Mean (SD)     1            2            3            4
  ------------------------------- ------------- ------------ ------------ ------------ --------
  \(1\) Distributive leadership   3.25 (1.03)   (0.93)                                 
  \(2\) Trust                     4.92 (1.47)   0.21\*\*\*   (0.91)                    
  \(3\) Affective commitment      3.51 (1.11)   0.25\*\*\*   0.47\*\*\*   (0.82)       
  \(4\) Job satisfaction          2.76 (0.83)   0.21\*\*\*   0.45\*\*\*   0.61\*\*\*   (0.70)

\*\*\*

p

\< 0.001. Cronbach α's on the diagonal.

Discussion {#S4}
==========

The present study aimed to contribute to the validation of the Italian version of the DLA scale in the healthcare sector. Results clarified that the Italian DLA respects the trifactorial structure of the construct with good fit indexes and reliability; moreover, correlation analyses confirmed previous literature findings highlighting a strong relation between DLA and other delegation processes with important work outcomes ([@B38]; [@B61]).

Thus, the three-factorial structure of the Italian DLA (task, change, relations) was empirically supported; the best definitive factorial solution (three factors) for the Italian version of the DLA scale was composed of eight items (two items for Task dimension, three items for change and relations dimension). The Italian eight-item DLA showed a very good global reliability and high internal consistency of all three subscales. Distributed leadership agency measures workers' spontaneous contribution in leadership tasks and exhibited a strong positive relationship with important work and organizational outcomes (satisfaction, trust, and commitment; [@B38]; [@B61]). Overall, results contribute to underline the robustness of the construct of DLA in different cultural contexts, adding to the generalizability of research in DL to various sectors.

Limitations and Further Research {#S4.SS1}
--------------------------------

Despite the construct's popularity, scholars have not reached a unanimous definition of DL ([@B4]; [@B41]; [@B47]), and some argue that, because of its multidimensional nature, prior formulations have been used vaguely ([@B31]; [@B59]) or were rather uncritical ([@B63]; [@B37]). Distributed leadership remains, therefore, a disputed topic ([@B20]), a free-floating concept ([@B64]), and "a way of thinking about leadership." In this scenario, a unanimously agreed-upon measurement of such a dynamic construct can be difficult.

A limitation of the present research, moreover, could concern the sample: participants were recruited in the health sector, a choice that could partly limit its results generalizability; in the future, it will certainly be necessary to evaluate the use of DLA in other work contexts and sectors.

In this study, we examined the factorial solution of the distributive leadership scale recurring to structural equation modeling, which is a statistical approach widely used in social sciences ([@B54]; [@B40]). However, future studies could adopt alternative statistical approaches such as partial least squares (PLS), which is attracting increasing scholarly attention ([@B24]), for instance, for the sake of comparing results obtained with different statistical approaches (e.g. SEM vs. PLS).

Practical Implications {#S4.SS2}
----------------------

The significant positive relationship between DL, different work outcomes, and leadership perceptions (transformational and empowering leadership) stresses how important it is for leaders to develop a culture in which all the actors of the system are eager to participate in leadership activities, but also recognized and appreciated for the effective assumption of responsibility.

Distributed leadership cannot be traced back to a mere distribution of tasks -- which moreover refers to a functionalistic logic of school organization management -- but in reality requires a change of mindset and a "letting go" ([@B16], p.107), especially for those leaders who are used to centralizing and leading in an autocratic manner. The quality of these relationships affects every choice and every event that occurs within organizations, including the quality and impact of leadership itself ([@B17]).

In order to stimulate positive outcomes and innovative behavior among workers in organizations, managers may benefit from training in DL strategies, to better manage groups with common objectives and goals, add roles and responsibilities, empower assistant leaders, design group model with clear role definitions, increase the amount of assistant leaders, and coach and facilitate teams to work in a democratic way ([@B16]; [@B18]; [@B6]). Moreover, the results may point toward Human resource management initiatives that strengthen workers' self-efficacy, such as competence development.

Closing Remarks {#S4.SS3}
---------------

The idea of DL cannot be considered simply as a substitute for individual leadership, but rather as an essential complement that facilitates and encompasses both individual and collective dimensions. Distributed leadership is neither guarantee of better performance, nor a panacea for success; on the contrary, much depends on how the leadership is distributed and the intentions that are at the base of an active involvement of the workers. If "delegation is a mode of transaction in which the leader refers to a subordinate what to do" ([@B44], p. 71), in the DL process "the actors synchronize the actions undertaken taking into consideration their own plans, those of their peers, and their sense of unit membership" ([@B21], p. 431).

Distributed leadership is the result of continuous processes of interactions and negotiations between all members of the organization, because the latter contributes to build and rebuild the working reality in a productive and collaborative manner ([@B21]; [@B44]).

Sharing leadership calls into question a rethinking of the way in which all stakeholders in a business community reconsider the identity traits of leadership itself, and in particular its founding assumptions: concepts such as those of power, authority, influence, position, role, responsibility, and accountability, as well as personal and professional relationships, must be revisited and revised if necessary. The idea of a hybrid configuration of leadership that integrates individual, collective, and situational dimensions in the practice of leadership allows us to indicate when and why particular configurations are more effective and/or desirable than others ([@B5]).

Data Availability Statement {#S5}
===========================

All datasets generated for this study are included in the article/supplementary material.

Ethics Statement {#S6}
================

The studies involving human participants were reviewed and approved by the Ethical Committee of the E-Campus University. The patients/participants provided their written informed consent to participate in this study.

Author Contributions {#S7}
====================

MB, GB, and TJ contributed to the conception and design of the study. GB and MB organized the database. AL performed the statistical analysis. MB wrote the first draft of the manuscript. AL, SP, MT, GB, and MB wrote the sections of the manuscript. All authors contributed to the manuscript revision, read and approved the submitted version.

Conflict of Interest {#conf1}
====================

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Items reported in Jønsson, Unterrainer, and Kähler (2020). The Role of Distributed Leadership Agency in Participatory Employee Innovation. Manuscript under review.

[^1]: Edited by: Radha R. Sharma, Management Development Institute, India

[^2]: Reviewed by: Nuria Huete-Alcocer, University of Castilla--La Mancha, Spain; Federico Mucci, University of Pisa, Italy

[^3]: This article was submitted to Organizational Psychology, a section of the journal Frontiers in Psychology
